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Comments on "Cultural Literacy and 
Teaching Composition• 
BENNETf L RUDOLPH 
I greatly enjoyed reading Ben Lockerd's ·cultural Literacy and Teaching Composi-
tion" (Grand Valley Review, FaR 1989). While several aspects of the article are worth 
comment, I must admit that I am somewhat reluctant to present my comments 
publicly. As a Seidman School of Business faculty member, my colleagues in the 
liberal arts will view my opinion on cultural literacy as suspect or irrelevanl Most of 
those teaching aesthetics or the fine arts will naturally assume that I am a brute and a 
Neanderthal. Seeing that I am affiliated with Seidman, they will expect something 
on the order of, "We really don't care if students know anything about Plato, Woolf, 
Sontag, or the rest of the western cultural tradition Just teach them where to put the 
commas so that the plant can read their order book and we can avoid screw-ups." 
Well, dear reader, if that is the sort of comment you are expecting of me, get re-ady 
for a rather rude shock. I agree with most of what Professor Lockerd said, but I 
believe he stated the case in a much too mild manner. His point would have been 
much clearer if he had stated it in a more radical manner and had carried his reason-
ing to t11e logical conclusion implied by his thesis. 
Although the debate concerning the value of teaching composition technique 
versus literary content is a complex and interesting one, to some extent the whole 
issue is merely an introduction to the real issue, which is whether a person who is 
not a regular reader can be taught to write under any circumstances. While Profes-
sor Lockerd is correct in feeling that composition technique is useless unless one has 
something to say, his recommendation that we focus on our cultural literary heritage 
before teaching composition technique is, in my opinion, nai"ve. Most of our stu-
dents are no more prepared to study our cultural literary heritage than they are to 
study composition. 
It seems clear to me that before students can be taught to enjoy writing, they must 
be taught to enjoy reading. It is difficult to conceive of anyone who despises read-
ing, as many of our students do, as being a good writer. While to some extent t11is is 
implied in Professor Lockerd's essay, t11e assumption seems to be that students will 
have a much greater interest in cultural literature such as the writing of Plato, Woolf, 
Sontag, and Bacon (to name just a few) than they will in the technical details of 
English composition. Personally, I greatly doubt this assumption. Most of my stu-
dents seem interested in neither technical literacy nor cultural literacy. 111ey resent 
being made to read anything. They are going to college to get a better job and buy a 
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T h e  t r u t h  o f  t h e  m a t t e r  i s  t h a t  t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l  s y s t e m  h a s  f a i l e d  d i s m a l l y  a t  p e r -
s u a d i n g  m o s t  o f  o u r  s t u d e n t s  t h a t  r e a d i n g  i s  e n j o y a b l e  a n d  u s e f u l .  T h i s  b e i n g  t h e  
c a s e ,  i t  b e c o m e s  o u r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  a t  t h e  c o l l e g e  l e v e l  t o  t a k e  t h i s  t a s k  b e l a t e d l y  
u p o n  o u r s e l v e s .  
W h e n  m e e t i n g  a  n e w  g r o u p  o f  s t u d e n t s  w e  m u s t  t y p i c a l l y  a s s u m e  t h a t  t h e y  h a v e  
h a d  a  l o n g  h i s t o r y  o f  b e i n g  f o r c e d  t o  r e a d  m a t e r i a l s  w e l l  a b o v e  t h e i r  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  
l e v e l s  a n d  t h a t  t h e y  j u s t i f i a b l y  r e s e n t  t h e s e  e x p e r i e n c e s .  M o r e o v e r ,  w e  m u s t  a s s u m e  
t h a t  m o s t  s t u d e n t s  h a v e  n o  e x p e r i e n c e  w h a t e v e r  i n  r e a d i n g  f o r  p u r e  p l e a s u r e .  ' J o e  
c h a l l e n g e s  o f  P l a t o ,  W o o l f ,  S o n t a g ,  a n d  B a c o n  a r e  o n l y  e n j o y a b l e  t o  t h o s e  w h o  h a v e  
h a d  s o m e  e x p e r i e n c e s  w i t h  t h e  d e l i g h t s  o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  r i g o r o u s  r e a d i n g .  M o s t  o f  
m y  s t u d e n t s  s e e m  t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  t e c h n i c a l  c o m p o s i t i o n  s k i l l s  a r e  n e c e s s a r y  t o  w r i t e  a  
c l e a r  s a l e s  o r d e r  s o  t h e y  c a n  g e t  t h e i r  b e t t e r  j o b ,  n e w  c a r ,  a n d  d e e r  c a r c a s s .  T h e y  
s u s p e c t  t h a t  P l a t o  w i l l  b e  o f  l i t t l e  u s e  t o  t h e m  w h e n  n e g o t i a t i n g  w i t h  e i t h e r  t h e  a u t . o  
d e a l e r  o r  t h e  d e e r .  
I n  o r d e r  t o  g e n e r a t e  a n  i n t e r e s t  i n  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a f f a i r s  w e  m u s t  f i r s t  d e v e l o p  a n  i n -
t e r e s t  i n  r e a d i n g .  T h e  p l a c e  t o  s t a r t  i s  n o t  w i t h  e i t h e r  P l a t o  o r  W o o l f .  T h e  p l a c e  t o  
s t a r t  i s  a t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g .  T h e  l ' e r y b e g i n n i n g .  T h e  p l a c e  t o  s t a r t  i s  w i t h  t r a s h .  N o t  
s i m p l e  t r a s h .  U t t e r  t r a s h .  A s  t h e y  s a y  i n  H o l l y w o o d ,  n o  o n e  e v e r  w e n t  b a n k r u p t  u n -
d e r e s t i m a t i n g  p e o p l e .  I f  I  m a y  b e  i n d u l g e d ,  i t  m a y  b e  w o r t h w h i l e  t o  u s e  m y  o w n  
s o j o u r n  i n t o  q u a s i - l i t e r a c y  a s  a n  e x a m p l e .  
I ,  l i k e  m o s t  y o u n g  b o y s  i n  m y  c o h o r t  g r o u p ,  l e a r n e d  t o  r e a d  u s i n g  t h e  s t a n d a r d  
p e d a g o g i c a l  t o o l  o f  t h e  a g e ,  a n  i n f a m o u s  a c a d e m i c  r e a d e r  e n t i t l e d ,  D i c k  a n d  j a n e .  
L i k e  m o s t  b o y s  o f  m y  t i m e  a n d  a g e ,  I  q u i c k l y  l e a r n e d  t o  d e s p i s e  s c h o o l  a n d  e v e r y -
t h i n g  a c a d e m e  s e e m e d  t o  s t a n d  f o r .  I t  w a s  i m m e d i a t e l y  a p p a r e n t  t o  b o t h  m y  f r i e n d s  
a n d  m y s e l f  t h a t  D i c k  a n d  J a n e  w e r e  b o t h  " c r e e p s "  a n d  t h a t  t h e  p e o p l e  w h o  p u s h e d  
t h e m  a n d  t h e i r  v a l u e s  o n  u s  w e r e  o u r  e n e m i e s .  I  d e c i d e d  t o  d e v o t e  m y  l i f e  t o  
d e s t r o y i n g  s u c h  b o o k s  b y  s m a s h i n g  t h e m  a g a i n s t  t h e  t i p  o f  a  s h a r p  p e n c i l .  
F o r t u n a t e l y  f o r  m e ,  m y  p a r e n t s  w e r e  l i b e r a l  J e w s .  B y  t h e  u s u a l  W e s t  M i c h i g a n  
s t a n d a r d s ,  t h e y  w e r e  c o m m u n i s t s .  T h e y  o f f e r e d  m e  w h a t  t u r n e d  o u t  t o  b e  r a t h e r  
s a g a c i o u s  a d v i c e .  T h e y  s a i d  t h a t  i t  d i d  n o t  m a t t e r  w h a t  I  r e a d ,  a s  l o n g  a s  I  e n j o y e d  
w h a t  I  r e a d .  T h e y  f e l t  t h a t  a  m a t u r e  t a s t e  w o u l d  d e v e l o p  l a t e r  a s  l o n g  a s  I  d e v e l o p e d  
t h e  h a b i t  o f  r e a d i n g .  I  d e c i d e d  t h a t  t h i s  p o s i t i o n  w o u l d  c o n s t i t u t e  a n  a p p r o p r i a t e  
t i m e  t o  t e s t  m y  p a r e n t s '  l i b e r a l  c r e d e n t i a l s .  G i v i n g  c r e d i t  w h e r e  i t  i s  d u e ,  m y  p a r e n t s  
n e v e r  r e t r e a t e d  f r o m  t h e i r  l i b e r a l  p o s i t i o n .  F r o m  t h e n  o n  I  c o u l d  s e l e c t  w h a t e v e r  
r e a d i n g  m a t t e r  I  c a r e d  t o  a n d  t h e y  w o u l d  g l a d l y  p a y  f o r  i t  
I  s t a r t e d  m y  s e a r c h  f o r  t h e  c u l t u r a l  l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t i o n  o f  w e s t e r n  c i v i l i z a t i o n  i n  t h e  
c o m i c  b o o k  s e c t i o n  o f  m y  n e i g h b o r h o o d  d r u g  s t o r e .  R e l u c t a n t l y ,  I  d i d  a d m i t  t h a t  I  
r a t h e r  e n j o y e d  t h e  a d v e n t u r e s  o f  D o n a l d  a n d  S c r o o g e  M c D u c k  ( I  n o t i c e  t h a t  m a n y  
o f  t h e s e  e a r l y  1 9 5 0 s  a d v e n t u r e  c o m i c s  h a v e  n o w  b e c o m e  " c b s s i c s , "  a n d  h a v e  f o r m e d  
t h e  b a s i s  f o r  t h e  c u r r e n t  D i s n e y  c h i l d r e n ' s  t e l e v i s i o n  s e r i e s  " D u c k  T a i l s . "  I  g u e s s ,  a s  
w i t h  D i c k e n s ,  o n e  g e n e r a t i o n ' s  t r a s h  i s  a n o t h e r  g e n e r a t i o n ' s  c l a s s i c s .  A  c o l l e c t i o n  o f  
· 1 3  
these illustrated stories has recently been republished and has been very favorably 
reviewed in the New York 11mes.) 
But Disney could not keep me enticed for long. I soon graduated to horror com-
ics. While I spent endless hours of enjoyment reading horror comics, increasing my 
vocabulary to include Mugh" and Maaugh", my representatives in Washington were 
busily trying to legislate my educational spring board out of existence. In one of the 
least known but most successful censorship crusades ever attempted, they forced all 
major comic book publishers to submit to a system of prior government approval. 
Although this attempt at bowdlerizing Comstockery was clearly unconstitutional, no 
one in the 1950's thought to challenge it My literary habit had been nipped in the 
bud, not by my parents, but by my government 
Once ignited, however, the flame of literary knowledge is difficult to extinguish. 
In this context, I found something that would remain with me forever after. Some-
thing that would sustain and support me for the rest of my life in the way that 
religion sustains others. I found the very first issue of Mad Magazine ever published 
Mad seemed to contain everything I had been searching for, namely cynicism and 
sarcasm mixed in a petulant brew. It must be kept in mind that I am talking about 
the Mad of the early and mid fifties, not the mild, commercial, and predictable 
children's magazine of today. Mad during my childhood contained rather lengthy 
essays as well as mordant cartoon stories. It was more like Punch or the Nation.1l 
Lampoon than the modern version of Mad 
I was delighted enough with Mad almost to forget about comic books, although I 
later joined the ACLU partly to get back at the people in Washington who had 
destroyed this important communications medium. (No doubt, this eventually was 
the stimulus for me joining a wide variety of leftist organizations including various 
civil rights and antiwar groups, much to my parent's delight) 
From Mad I moved on to pulp paperbacks. Science fictions and murder mysteries 
were a special joy. I fondly remember my first general fiction novel. It was a piece 
oft rash called 71Je Drunkard. It came as close to pornography as was permitted in 
Ute early 1950's. Naturally, I loved it, and I was the envy of all my friends for having 
read il. I thought this was pretty heady stuff for a ten-year-old-boy and I vowed to 
keep reading and making the written word a bigger part of my life, at least until por-
nographic pictures were permitted. 
By the time I was in high school I was a regular subscriber to Ne'WSlVeek, Mad, and 
several science fiction magazines. By the time I graduated I had subscriptions to 
Harper's, 11Je Atlantic. and The New Yorker, which is more than could be said of 
most of the teachers in my large suburban high school I read these publications on 
my own volition. 1hey had never been as.signed or recommended to me. My high 
school teachers would have probably been surprised to find out that I read them. 
Needless to say, all of my friends whose conservative parents would never let them 
read the types of things I read regularly, did not read at all unless something was for-
mally assigned to them, and not always even then. When television came along, I 
never picked up the 
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a s h i n g t o n  w h o  h a d  
t ,  t h i s  e v e n t u a l l y  w a s  
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1 n d  m u r d e r  m y s t e r i e s  
n o v e l .  I t  w a s  a  p i e c e  
r  a s  w a s  p e r m i t t e d  i n  
n y  f r i e n d s  f o r  h a v i n g  
1 - b o y  a n d  I  v o w e d  t o  
l i f e ,  a t  l e a s t  u n t i l  p o r -
N e w s w e e k ,  M a d ,  a n d  
h a d  s u b s c r i p t i o n s  t o  
h a n  c o u l d  b e  s a i d  o f  
. h e s e  p u b l i c a t i o n s  o n  
1 d e d  t o  m e .  M y  h i g h  
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I V O u l d  n e v e r  l e t  t h e m  
; s  s o m e t h i n g  w a s  f o r -
~vision c a m e  a l o n g ,  I  
n e v e r  p i c k e d  u p  t h e  h a b i t  I  w a s  t o o  b u s y  r e a d i n g .  
W h e n  I  f i n a l l y  w e n t  o f f  t o  c o l l e g e ,  I  w a s  r e a d y  t o  r e a d  P l a t o ,  W o o l f ,  S o n t a g ,  a n d  
t h e  o t h e r s  r e c o m m e n d e d  b y  P r o f e s s o r  L o c k e r d  a n d  E .  D .  H i r s c h .  I  w a s  a l s o  r e a d y  t o  
l e a r n  t o  w r i t e .  T h e  r u l e s  o f  g r a m m a r  s e e m e d  u s e f u l  t o  m e  o n c e  I  b e c a m e  a  s t e a d y  
r e a d e r .  A s  t i m e  w e n t  o n  I  c a m e  t o  s e e  m y s e l f  i n c r e a s i n g l y  a s  a  c o m m u n i c a t o r ,  a s  o n e  
w h o  p r i m a r i l y  r e a d s ,  w r i t e s  a n d  s p e a k s .  
M y  o w n  p e r s o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e  l e a d s  m e  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  y o u n g  p e o p l e  s h o u l d  n o t  
s t a r t  t 1 1 e i r  q u e s t  f o r  l i t e r a c y  b y  l e a r n i n g  w r i t i n g  t e c h n i q u e s .  I n s t e a d ,  t h e y  s h o u l d  s t a r t  
b y  l e a r n i n g  t o  e n j o y  r e a d i n g .  F o r  s e m i - l i t e r a t e  y o u n g  p e o p l e  t o  r e a l l y  e n j o y  r e a d i n g  
t h e y  s h o u l d  n o t  s e e k  o u t  t h e  e x q u i s i t e l y  f i n e  l i t e r a t u r e s  o f  w e s t e r n  c i v i l i z a t i o n  a t  a  
g r e a t  l i b r a r y .  R a t h e r ,  t h e y  s h o u l d  s e e k  o u t  t h e  m a s s  m a r k e t  p a p e r b a c k  r a c k  a t  t h e  
b u s  s t a t i o n .  
P e r h a p s  a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  v i c i o u s  a n d  g r u e s o m e  t r u e  l i f e  m u r d e r  w i l l  e n t i c e  t h e m .  I f  
n o t ,  s u r e l y  a  q u a s i - p o r n o g r a p h i c  • r o m a n c e "  n o v e l  w i l l  b e  a v a i l a b l e .  J u s t  t h i n k i n g  
a b o u t  t h e  w o n d e r f u l  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  t h a t  m i g h t  s t i m u l a t e  a  y o u n g  m i n d  m a k e s  m e  w a x  
e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y .  H o w  a b o u t  a  w o n d e r f u l l y  i g n o r a n t  a n d  b r u t a l  c o w b o y  o r  s c i e n c e  
f i c t i o n  n o v e l ?  
I  a m  c o n v i n c e d  t h a t  m y  p a r e n t s  w e r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  r i g h t .  I t  d o e s  n o t  m a t t e r  w h a t  
o n e  r e a d s  a s  l o n g  a s  o n e  d o e s  r e a d .  I f  s t u d e n t s  a r e  r e g u l a r  r e a d e r s  t h e i r  t a s t e  w i l l  
e v e n t u a l l y  m a t u r e .  W h e n  i t  d o e s ,  t h e y  w i l l  b e  r e a d y  t o  l e a r n  t o  w r i t e .  F i r s t  c o m e s  t h e  
e n j o y m e n t  o f  r e a d i n g .  T h e n ,  a s  P r o f e s s o r  L o c k e r d  s a y s ,  c o m e s  c u l t u r a l  l i t e r a c y .  O n l y  
a f t e r  t h e s e  f o u n d a t i o n s  a r e  c o n s t r u c t e d  c a n  w r i t i n g  s k i l l s  b e  d e v e l o p e d .  
W h a t  d o e s  t h i s  i m p l y  r e g a r d i n g  c u r r i c u l u m  d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  c o u r s e  s e q u e n c e ?  I t  
m e a n s  t h a t  i n c o m i n g  f r e s h m e n  s h o u l d  t a k e  a  f u l l  y e a r - l o n g  c o u r s e  i n  p o p u l a r  l i t e r a -
t u r e  p r i o r  t o  a n  e x p o s u r e  t o  t h e  g r e a t  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  w e s t e r n  c i v i l i z a t i o n .  T h e  m a j o r  
c r i t e r i a  f o r  i n c l u s i o n  i n  t h e  p o p u l a r  l i t e r a t u r e  c o u r s e  s h o u l d  b e  r e a d i n g  e n j o y m e n t .  
S t u d e n t s  s h o u l d  b e  a l l o w e d  s o m e  s e l e c t i o n  a n d  i n p u t  i n t o  t h e  c h o i c e  o f  t h e  p a r -
t i c u l a r  w o r k s  t h e y  a r e  t o  r e a d .  A  f e w  s o - c a l l e d  • g e n r e "  w o r k s  s h o u l d  b e  p e r m i t t e d ,  
p e r h a p s  i n c l u d i n g  a d v e n t u r e  t h r i l l e r s ,  r o m a n c e  n o v e l s ,  s c i e n c e  f i c t i o n  a n d  m y s t e r y  
n o v e l s .  
T h e  p o p u l a r  l i t e r a t u r e  c o u r s e  s h o u l d  b e  f o l l o w e d  w i t h  a  c o u r s e  d e v o t e d  t o  m o r e  
s e r i o u s  r e a d i n g .  O n c e  a g a i n  r e a d i n g  e n j o y m e n t  s h o u l d  b e  a  m a j o r  s e l e c t i o n  c r i t e r i a ;  
h o w e v e r ,  i n s t r u c t o r s  s h o u l d  m a k e  s u r e  t h e s e  b o o k s  a r e  t r u l y  w e l l  w r i t t e n  a n d  g e n r e  
b o o k s  s h o u l d  b e  e x c l u d e d  
A  t h i r d  l i t e r a t u r e  c o u r s e  s h o u l d  b e  d e v o t e d  t o  • g r e a t  b o o k s , "  i n c l u d i n g  s o m e  o f  t 1 1 c  
c l a s s i c s  o f  w e s t e r n  l i t e r a t u r e ,  a s  w e l l  a s  s e r i o u s  w r i t i n g s  f r o m  L a t i n  A m e r i c a ,  A f r i c a ,  
a n d  A s i a .  ( W h y  d o  p e o p l e  s t i l l  a l w a y s  a s s u m e  s e r i o u s  w r i t e r s  a r e  C a u c a s i a n ? )  
O n l y  a f t e r  t h i s  s e q u e n c e  o f  r e a d i n g  a n d  l i t e r a t u r e  c o u r s e s  h a v e  b e e n  m a s t e r e d  
s h o u l d  w e  s t a r t  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  t e a c h i n g  w r i t i n g  t e c h n i q u e s .  W h i l e  t h i s  m e a n s  t h a t  
s t u d e n t s  w i l l  t a k e  t h e i r  f i r s t  w r i t i n g  s k i l l s  c o u r s e  i n  t h e  j u n i o r  y e a r ,  a t  l e a s t  t h e y  w i l l  
e v e n t u a l l y  l e a r n  t o  w r i t e .  
S t u d e n t s  w h o  h a v e  e n j o y e d  a  g r o w i n g  s e n s e  o f  e n j o y m e n t  f r o m  r e a d i n g  c a n  b e  
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successfully taught to write. As our pre;ent experience indicates, people who do not 
enjoy and appreciate lx>oks simply cannot be taught to write. 
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